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 2 
Introduction 
World development indicators produced by the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
highlight the fact that informal economies in less economically developed countries are 
dominated by women and while also men work in the informal economy women are more 
likely to be in the most vulnerable situations (ILO, 2018). A key problem with this is that 
workers in the informal economy often lack labour rights leading to a gender imbalance, with 
the needs of women not being considered during policy creation (Gallin, 2007). This is an issue 
that the ILO has, and is still, trying to deal with. As an international organisation which is 
involved with global norm setting  for  labour rights it has made calls for the adoption of 
policies which feature ideas of equality, inclusion and anti-discrimination for opportunities of 
employment on the basis of “race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national extraction 
and social origin” (Olney, 2011, p. 162). The ILO is therefore an institution which seeks to 
promote economic, and in turn social, development globally by improving labour conditions 
and facilitating dialogue between employers and workers. Its positioning as a specialised 
agency of the United Nations (UN) has allowed for it to historically play a key role in the fight 
for social justice though its ability to do so has been curbed since the rise of neoliberalism 
which favoured policies that were more market orientated (MacNoughton and Frey, 2018). 
This has resulted in many individuals, particularly in developing countries, where the informal 
economy is more prevalent, lacking the protection of labour rights (Chen, 2012).  
 
Women are a key group that has been affected by the precarity associated with working in the 
informal economy due to being doubly impacted by the economic burden of neoliberal 
economics and patriarchy (Wilson, 2015). The ILO’s adoption of the Decent Work Agenda in 
2008 introduced a soft law which sought to improve gender rights in a way that was more 
cohesive to the global hegemonic political and economic system of neoliberalism 
(MacNoughton and Frey, 2018).1 While the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda is centralised around 
labour rights as a whole but its inclusion of gender indicators can be used as argumentation in 
favour of it being an international law which aims to impact the development of women. In 
particular India provides a somewhat unique case study to analyse the aforementioned due to 
the fact that female labour rates have not followed neoliberal theoretical teachings which argue 
that with economic growth comes increased participation of women in the labour force (ILO, 
 
1 See: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm 
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2011; Chaudhary and Verick, 2014). This research therefore allows for an assessment of the 
theoretical and practical divide regarding norm setting.  
 
Literature Review 
Feminism is a critical theory borne out of the active desire to redefine gender structures within 
society and promote equality between genders (Tickner, 2014). A fundamental part of 
feminism is the belief that gender is socially constructed with ideas of masculinity being 
attached to ideas of strength and rationality, while femininity is often associated with fragility 
and emotionality (Tickner, 2014). Marxist feminist Kaplana Wilson (2015) argues against the 
neoliberal strain of feminism which calls for the emancipation of women via the provision of 
paid labour, on the basis that it leads to the double enclosure of female lives through both the 
market and caring tasks. She goes on to argue that neoliberal feminism is rather a co-option of 
feminist ideals of empowerment without the inclusion of processes of dismantling patriarchy 
and so therefore serves no purpose for the empowerment of women but rather works as a means 
of appearing as though the rights of women are being catered for so as to reduce the likelihood 
of political decent on the basis of gender (Wilson, 2015). Scholar, Alessandra Mezzadri further 
supports Wilson’s argument through highlighting the way in which neoclassical economics, a 
precursor to neoliberal economics, has failed to acknowledge the intersection of class, gender, 
race, disability and geographical location and the way these “shape complex geographies of 
power” through creating a distinct separation between the public and private spheres of 
people’s lives (2016, p. 1879). This in turn leads to understandings of the global political 
economy which are solely centred around paid labour and therefore undermine the value of 
reproductive and caring work (Mezzadri, 2016). Through taking factors such as class into 
consideration when exploring the effect of neoliberal feminist policies on women in the 
informal economy, the effectiveness of ILO policies in empowering lower-class women can 
be explored. This is of particular importance as both gender and class play a significant role in 
the well-being of individuals and furthermore affect individual agency. 
  
Neoliberal feminism, positions gender within the theory of neoliberal economics. 
Neoliberalism grounds the structure of the economy and politics on the basis of private property 
and utility maximisation, of which it asserts are necessary for the provision of freedom and 
limitation of state coercion (Hayek, 2001). In the eyes of scholars such as Hayek the existence 
of these factors alongside a free market and an effective judiciary provides the best structure 
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for the global political economy, whereby continued development can occur through market 
encouragement of competition and therefore innovation (Hayek, 2001). This theory is criticised 
by all other variants of feminism on the basis that it fails to position female liberation within 
the collective (Rottenberg, 2013). Rottenberg therefore claims that neoliberal feminism is 
intrinsically un-feminist on the basis that it doesn’t provide a critique of the hegemonic socio-
political and economic system currently in place, neoliberalism, reinforces the inequalities 
created by said system while converting structural gender problems into individual problems 
(Rottenberg, 2013). This claim is refuted by Michaele Ferguson (2017) who argues that such 
criticism ignores the scope of feminism and its ability to provide a critical understanding of 
other theories through demoralising it. Additionally, he argues that it fails to acknowledge the 
fact that while theories merge in order to provide a more nuanced understanding of the world 
around us which therefore means that Rottenberg’s criticism of neoliberal feminism is 
ahistorical as it neglects to acknowledge that all theories change within time as the social, 
political and economic world around us changes (Ferguson, 2017).  In saying this, Rottenberg 
and Wilson highlight the fact that neoliberal feminism fails to challenge neoliberalism and the 
patriarchy that it is built upon. The implementation of neoliberal feminist policies by the Indian 
state therefore requires analysis in relation to its ability to effectively promote gender-based 
development, particularly for women of a lower class who, in line with Marxist theory, are 
impoverished due to the exploitation of their labour (Wilson, 2015). 
 
For the purposes of this research, economic development should be understood as the process 
through which wealth is generated for the purpose of improving the health, happiness and 
prosperity of a society’s members (Giugale, 2014). Selwyn (2015) provides a critical analysis 
of the ILO and its ability to encourage effective development on the basis that it reinforces 
global class hierarchies through adopting pro-poor processes of economic growth. Through 
arguing that pro-poor processes promote the idea that the capitalist market is a heaven for 
opportunity as long as sufficient state and non-state support is provided to individuals, labour 
is fashioned as an object of development via the means of increased productivity (Selwyn, 
2015). In doing this the ILO fails to acknowledge the inequality that is reinforced by pro – poor 
processes, instead it argues that successful development is a result of the economic growth of 
the poor outstripping the rate of economic growth of those who are better off (Selwyn, 2015). 
It can therefore be argued that the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, ignores a large amount of 
development thinking and civil society protests to their development strategies on the basis that 
alternative pose opposition to neoliberal development strategies (Mawdsley and Rigg, 2002). 
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Through systematically reinforcing global hierarchies of both economic and political power, it 
can be inferred that the exploitative aspects of our current global political economy are failing 
to be addressed by the ILO and so continued poverty is ensured. Selwyn (2013; 2015) argues 
that through utilising elite understandings of development, agency is removed from the poor, 
preventing them from partaking in the processes of their own development and instead framing 
their input as a hinderance. The oppression of the poor by elites is therefore further legitimised 
on the basis that elites are the only ones with the ability to provide them with the means to 
develop and so structurally ingrains inequality within the global system (Selwyn, 2015). 
Development is therefore a contested concept and process.    
 
The critical outlook of neoliberal ideas concerning development, as discussed above, is echoed 
by scholar Dan Gallin (2001) who relates such ideas to the informal economy. The ILO 
definition of the concept as per the 2002 International Labour Conference (ILC) Resolution 
states that it includes all activities that “are – in law or practice – not covered or insufficiently 
covered by formal arrangements” (Resolution concerning decent work and the informal 
economy, 2002, p. 25). Through exploring the historical failure of trade unions in including 
individuals who work in the informal economy within their organisations Gallin (2001) 
inadvertently highlights a key failure in international institutions ability to effectively promote 
development strategies; they fail like trade unions used to, include the needs and knowledge of 
local people, though this has changed in recent years (Selwyn, 2013). Additionally, the ILO 
has acknowledged the lack of social protection available to those in the informal economy and 
as a solution to this has actively pursued a formalisation stance as part of their ‘Decent Work 
Agenda’ (Rothboeck and Kring, 2014; Bernards, 2017). Martha Chen (2012) discusses this 
further stating that while the formalisation of informal jobs can be done through legally 
recognising them via registering enterprises that are informal, and therefore providing workers 
with labour protections, a key limitation to formalisation is the fact not all jobs can be 
formalised.  This dichotomist approach ignores the fact that there are businesses which are both 
informal and formal, and so the existence of the informal economy is based on a failing of 
formal regulations in providing the requirements for socio-economic success (Chen, 2012). It 
can therefore be inferred that the informal economy should be understood as more that the 
unregulated contrast to the formal economy but rather the two are reliant upon one another. 
 
Globalisation, understood as the increased interconnectivity of politics, economics and culture 
globally, has been argued by some scholars to have caused a race to the bottom and therefore 
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precarity (Swank, 2010).  Swank (2010) argues that the rise of neoliberalism has led to the 
reduction of social welfare policies in favour of market-orientated development, something 
which globalisation, has worked in parallel to. This has led to an increase in the mobility of 
capital and a reduction in the costs of transactions due to technological innovations (Srnicek 
and Williams, 2016). In turn this has led to an increase in precarity, otherwise understood as a 
reduction in jobs in the formal economy, and an increase in the surplus of labour (Srnicek and 
Williams, 2016). Precarity is explicitly related to the informal economy, and while some may 
choose to work in the informal economy so as to bypass legal regulations, many are forced into 
the informal economy as a result of an inability to find a job elsewhere (Chen, 2012). At the 
same time, it is important to acknowledge the fact that while technological advancements may 
lead to a reduction in jobs in one sector, jobs often open up in other sectors of the market 
(Srnicek and Williams, 2016). Additionally, under a capitalist system economic growth is not 
indefinite and periods of economic stress can place individuals at greater risk of precarity 
(Chen, 2012). Through acknowledging the processes of globalisation and precarity when 
exploring the normative influence of the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda and its impact on the 
socio-economic development of women in the informal sector, an analysis which considers the 
external constraints placed on the ILO can be garnered, providing a more nuanced analysis. 
 
In particular, through exploring the way in which precarity is hinged upon the neoliberal 
theorisation that individual development is the responsibility of each individual Judith Butler 
(2015) explored the way in which this has impacted gender. Through conceptualising gender 
as performative, whereby the gender norms we have been socialised into, as discussed above, 
can be understood as a negotiation of power along, binary lines the way in which both gender 
and precarity intersect, becomes clear (Butler, 2015). Women remaining in roles subscribed to 
them by society are therefore more at risk to suffer from precarity as  the paid work they carry 
out is often seen as an extension to the unpaid emotional and/ or caring work they carry out, 
leading to their economic remunerations being less than their male counterparts, whose jobs 
are seen as more skilled and so warrant higher pay. This does, not mean that men don’t also 
suffer from precarity, though this is not due to their gender by rather other socio-economic 
factors such as class, race, educational background etc. (Butler, 2015). Furthermore, through 
analysing Butler’s (2015) teachings alongside Srnicek and Williams (2016) work, it can be 
argued that gender and class, together, pose a high risk of precarity, as working in the informal 
economy reinforces gender norms its lack of labour protections which leaves women 
vulnerable to abuse (Butler, 2015). Through applying this understanding of gender and 
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precarity to the case study of India the unique conundrum of decreasing female labour 
participation and increasing economic development can be assessed in a way that 
acknowledges the problems created by the neoliberal global political economy while also 
assessing the way in which this plays out in a country with quite distinct gender rules. 
 
Questions concerning the legitimacy of the ILO are not niche to this research paper but have 
been previously discussed by academics such as Brian Langille (2007), who assesses this claim 
on the basis of the organisations ability to create, ratify and report on international law, as 
called for by the ILO’s 1919 constitution preamble. Langille argues that the ILO has been able 
to fulfil its mandate via the continued creation of soft laws such as the Decent Work Agenda 
which while it failed to come into fruition via “constitutionally mandated parliamentary 
processes” it is an extension of the ILO’s work to assist states in both identifying and achieving 
their self-interest through educating and driving incentives related to global labour law (2007, 
pp. 394 – 395). This intrinsically links the ILO to the global political economy as the 
domination of the market under neoliberalism has pushed for flexible labour which in turn has 
resulted in an increase in precarity globally, making the existence of the ILO, as an institution 
which seeks to protect labour standards, increasingly more important since the onset of 
neoliberalism in the 1980’s (Munck, 2018). In particular, MacNaughton and Frey (2018), argue 
that soft law centralises the role of the market and neglects human well-being which infers that 
it has fails to “challenge structural obstacles and power imbalances” which pose a threat to 
people globally. Through acknowledging these two opposing understandings of the legitimacy 
of the ILO the analysis of, how the research question at hand can be posited within wider 
understandings of the organisation’s constraints. 
 
Research Question and Methodology 
The International Labour Organization’s (ILO) Decent Work Agenda, as established in 1999 
and further refined via the establishment of indicators in 2008, should be understood as a form 
of soft international law which outlines a framework for work which seeks to not only sustain 
life but also reduce inequality (MacNoughton and Frey, 2018; ILO, 2020a; ILO, 1999). This is 
done through the establishment of ten principles of which include clauses related to an 
individual’s ability to access employment, sufficient earnings, a work-life balance, “equal 
opportunit[ies] and treatment in employment”, a “safe work[ing] environment], “social 
security” and the ability to engage in dialogue or be a part of employers/workers unions (ILO, 
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2020a). Through analysing the socio-economic development of women carrying out informal, 
work the development of one of the most marginalised groups, globally, can be assessed.  
 
Using India as a case study this thesis asks the following research question: how did the ILO 
change the working conditions of Indian women in the informal sector from 2008 to 2018? 
Two sub-questions are:  how have men and women carrying out domestic work in the informal 
economy been impacted by International Labour Organization’s decent work agenda? To what 
extent has the International Labour Organization’s decent work agenda India impacted the 
socio-economic development of women working in the informal economy in India? 
 
A key reason behind focusing on domestic workers in the informal economy lies within the 
fact they usually lack labour rights and legal protection as they work outside of the purview of 
the rule of law while also carry out work which is not publicly visible due to its private setting 
(Chen, 2012; ILO, 2016). While there has been an increased focus on the informal economy 
by the ILO, research has seldom combined it with gender when analysing it via a theoretical 
lens (Chen, 2012).The significance of analysing the ILO’s ability to promote gender-based 
development stems from its unique role as a bastion for social justice and being the sole United 
Nation (UN) organisation based on a tripartite governance system (ILO, 2019). The ILO’s 
inclusion of workers organisations in its institution, alongside businesses and government 
representatives has led to it including the voices of workers who are usually marginalised (ILO, 
2019). Through exploring the progression of the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda in line with the 
socio-economic development of women, carrying out domestic work in the informal economy, 
the research at hand will be able to provide an in-depth qualitative analysis of the ILO’s impact 
on gender empowerment. 
 
While the ILO is a subsidiary of the UN and so its acceptance as a norm setting institution is 
better than many others, its tripartite characteristic has meant that it has a longstanding social 
justice mission  and so many of its policies have worked in opposition to neoliberalism 
(MacNoughton and Frey, 2018). The policy divide that has arisen between the ILO and other 
UN organisations such as the World Bank, due to the rise of neoliberalism as the hegemonic 
political and economic system post the late 1970’s has led to a reduction in the amount of 
ratifications of ILO conventions over time (MacNoughton and Frey, 2018). As a response to 
this there has been a rise in soft law from the ILO, as a way to make its principles more palatable 
to governments who implement or are moving towards adopting neoliberalism within their 
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national policy (MacNoughton and Frey, 2018). Through focusing on women carrying out 
informal domestic work, the ability of informal regulation to norm set in favour of one of the 
most marginalised groups both in India and globally and within the context of a neoliberal 
global political economy, can be ascertained.  
 
Through narrowing the scope of the study via looking specifically at changes to women who 
are domestic workers labour relations in India’s informal economy post the establishment of 
the ILO Decent Work Agendas indicators in 2008, an in-depth analysis of the socio-economic 
development of the aforementioned group can be ascertained. Additionally, through analysing 
how effective ILO Decent Work country programme in India, has been in deconstructing 
patriarchy and improving the lives of women through reducing their exploitation and 
marginalisation, the research can be posited in wider feminist theory. The use of India as a case 
study within this research broadly stems from the fact that informal economies are relatively 
small in more economically developed countries and are usually not officially recorded though 
India’s total non-agricultural informal employment between 2010 – 2018 averaged at 76.8% 
(see table 3 and graph 2; Gërxhani, 1999). Understanding the role of the ILO in the global 
political economy, allows for the identification of both the failings and wins of the institution, 
in the promotion of effective development policies within a capitalist socio-political and 
economic system, which continually reinforces class relations and gender inequality (Selwyn, 
2013).  
 
Additionally, Asia as a continent, has seen a dramatic growth in gross domestic product (GDP) 
since 1990; the GDP rate increased by 15% between 1990 and 2010, of which was largely 
compounded by the growth in China and India (ILO, 2011a). Through picking India, one of 
the countries that has spearheaded economic growth both globally and within the, ILO defined, 
Asia Pacific region, the research question at hand can be analysed in the context of a country 
which has adopted an “income-led growth pattern” (ILO, 2011a, p.1). The importance of this 
lies in the fact that neoliberalism states that economic growth increases total productive 
employment which in turn should reduce poverty though India has high levels of precarity 
(Hayek, 2001). The importance of conducting research into the development of women within 
the informal economy in India therefore lies in the fact that, like in many other developing 
countries, the informal economy makes up a large portion of the workforce and so many suffer 
from the instability that occurs as a fall out of the functioning of the global political economy.  
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Furthermore, cultural conceptualisations of gender roles in South Asia have led to women 
being less likely, than their male counterparts, to have jobs (Chaudhary and Verick, 2014). In 
particular when India is compared with other neighbouring countries such as Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Nepal between 2004 - 2012 it appears to have a falling female labour 
rate whereas female labour in the aforementioned countries has increased during the same time 
frame (Chaudhary and Verick, 2014). This is surprising from a neoliberal perspective as 
neoliberalism argues that with economic growth comes an increased employment rate as more 
people work in order to match the demand for an increased number of products and/ or services 
(Hayek, 2001). The situation in India is quite stark, with it being ranked “11th from the bottom 
in female labour force participation”, in the ILO’s Global Employment Trends 2013 report 
(Chaudhary and Verick, 2014, p. 26). Specifically, India has had a declining female labour 
force participation for all of the years that this study covers with it being 28.0% in 2008 and 
continuing to drop to 20.7% in 2018 (see table 2 and graph 1). This therefore poses a 
conundrum between economic development and the development of women in India.  
 
Additionally, indicators of women’s development such as the Gender Development Index 
(GDI), ranked India as a medium human development country at 129 out of 189 in 2018 
(UNDP, 2019). Due to the fact that the GDI takes a variety of indicators into consideration 
when assessing development, of which includes life expectancy, expected years of schooling, 
mean years of schooling and gross national income (GNI), and compares said values between 
men and women it can be used as a nuanced indicator of development (UNDP, 2020). GDI 
data therefore corroborates the fact that while India is far from the worst country in the world 
in terms of women’s development, though it still has issues which need to be addressed. 
Research by the ILO has found that a key reason for the disparity between neoliberal theory 
and the practicality of gender development in India relates to the fact that the types of jobs that 
have become available due to economic growth are not ones which are, for the most part, 
accessible to women due to socio-cultural perceptions of gender norms which has left them 
overrepresented in the informal economy (Verick, 2014). India therefore provides a unique 
case study to analyse female participation within the informal economy, and while there has 
been previously research done on this not a lot has been done with respect to this topic in 
relation to global political economic theory.  
 
Through carrying out a case study analysis of the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda in India, the aim 
of this research can be problematised in the context of a developing country, which is not just 
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key because developing states usually have larger informal economies than more developed 
states but also because gender inequalities in relation to labour in developing countries are 
more stark than in developed (Chen, 2012). This is not to say that gendered labour inequalities 
do not exist in more economically developed countries but rather the problem is larger in 
developing countries (Chen, 2012). The question of the ILO’s legitimacy has been asked by 
academics such as Langille (2007) and MacNaughton and Frey (2018), who have analysed 
whether the ILO’s lack of ability to enact treaties which are then ratified by member states 
should be understood as a sign that the organisation is no longer able to fulfil its mandate in 
promoting social justice. This research therefore not only add to discussions on the socio-
economic development of women but it centres said discussions within the medium of an 
institution whose mandate calls for it to be the bastion of global labour and social development. 
 
Through utilising qualitative methods, an in-depth exploration of the development of women 
in relation to the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, was carried out. Through utilising qualitative 
content analysis of a number of texts related to informality, domestic work and gender changes, 
if any, in the socio-economic development of women carrying out domestic work within the 
scope of the informal economy between was assessed. The independent variable, changes 
domestic work, should be understood in relation to the dependent variable, changes in the 
socio-economic development of women. This research therefore includes a large amount of 
secondary data sources, in the form of ILO reports, journal articles, newspaper articles, NGO 
and trade union articles and videos of which were analysed by positing them within the scope 
of international relations theory; more specifically, global political economy theory. In order 
to provide additional weight to the theoretical analysis featured in this research primary data in 
the form of statistical data relating to labour force participation rates, informal employment 
rates, GDP rates and vulnerable employment rates was utilised. The benefit of this lies in the 
fact that theoretical paradigms provide a useful framework for understanding the social world 
around us, while statistics and the manipulation of said statistics provide visual aids to support 
theoretical inferences (Gerring, 2017). The benefit in using a qualitative research method is 
based on the fact that while quantitative research methods enable relationships to be identified 
between variables, but they fail to highlight the meanings behind said relationships; something 
that is important to understand when researching social phenomena (Halperin and Heath, 
2017). It can therefore be argued that through carrying out qualitative research, in the form of 
a content analysis, a more nuanced understanding of the socio-economic development of 
women working as domestic workers in the informal economy was curated.  
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Through utilising priori coding themes were identified on the basis of their “symbolic meaning 
to the descriptive […] information complied during [this] study” (Elliott, 2018, p. 2852). The 
themes identified were top-down development, bottom-up development, emancipation and 
inequality. The benefit of this is that it provided a way of indexing textual data and therefore 
providing a more efficient way of understanding it, in comparison to giving every word within 
a text the same value (Halperin and Heath, 2017; Elliott, 2018). In particular priori coding was 
selected, over grounded coding, which seeks to code on the basis of emergent themes that 
appear while analysing data as opposed to identifying pre-set themes which link to the research 
question due to the fact that it allowed for empirical data to be tested (Elliott, 2018). While 
priori coding has its disadvantages in the form of limiting coding to that of predetermined 
themes, the data retrieved is more manageable (Halperin and Heath, 2017; Elliott, 2018). 
Furthermore, it allowed the themes to be analysed in connection with theoretical paradigms, 
which in turn increases the validity and reliability of this study via allowing for plausible 
connections between the independent and dependent variable to be identified (Halperin and 
Heath, 2017). Irrespective of the main research method utilised, this research must also be 
understood as a case study analysis otherwise known as the study of a system bound by, which 
in this case was a sovereign state (Putney, 2010). The conceptualisation of the sovereign state, 
as per the Peace of Westphalia (1648), is a geographic locality which has a population and 
some form of government (Fowler and Bunck, 1996). While the existence of some states are 
contested, India is globally accepted as a sovereign state via its existence as a member of the 
United Nations General Assembly (UN, 2020). Through further narrowing this study to that of 
the informal economy, a deeper exploration of the impact of the ILO Decent Work Agenda on 
women’s socio-economic development could be garnered. 
 
The limited amount of quantitative analysis that was included in this study occurred via 
manipulating statistics from the World Bank in order to obtain averages and percentage 
changes. Primary data was also used to provide visual representations of the data utilised 
through the creation of graphs. Primary data should be understood as the original source of a 
specific data set, which in this case was labour force participation, informal employment, GDP 
and vulnerable employment rates (Persaud, 2010). The statistics used include data between the 
timeframe of 2008-2018 as this allowed for economic stresses as well as growth to be factored 
into the analysis. Such economic stress can be found over multiple years during the study due 
to the 2008 - 2009 global recession, and the national financial crisis, in India between 2012 - 
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2014 (Narayan, 2018). Additionally, and most importantly, the timeframe between 2008 – 2018 
was selected as the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda indicators were only established 2008 and so 
the assessment of its impact, as per the sub- research questions, was therefore restricted to post 
this (MacNoughton and Frey, 2018; ILO, 2020a).  
 
1 Decent Work and social protection floors  
One of the key principles of the ILO’s Decent Work country programme for India is the 
provision of social security, of which includes schemes that assist with a reduction in poverty 
and social exclusion (ILO, 2013b). The large amount of times the theme inequality appears in 
comparison to any other theme can be used to infer that the ILO acknowledges the inequality 
currently present in India, for which its policies aim to improve via encouraging the adoption 
of fair labour laws by the state.  The institutions utilisation of socialist feminism, of which is 
linked to marxist feminism, can be identified through assessing the organisations normative 
concern with gender and class disparities of which is clear by the amount of times the themes 
of inequality and top-down development are mentioned within the analysed texts. Inequality 
was the most prevalent theme with it being mentioned a total of 114 times (see table 1). 
Through highlighting this  the ILO has been able to link gender and class with the oppression 
capitalism and in turn patriarchy causes to both of these groups  in order to call for the provision 
of publicly accessible services such as childcare, access to healthcare, pensions, unemployment 
benefits, and easy access to capital via the provision of bank accounts (ILO, 2013b). 
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Table 1: table of the amount of times the themes, top-down development, bottom-up 
development, inequality and emancipation appeared in coded texts 
 
Sources: ILO, 2013; ILO, 2010; ILO, 2016; ILO, 2011b; Tran, 2013; Human Rights Watch, 
2009; ActionAid, 2015. 
  
Amount of times themes are present in coded texts 
    Themes 
    
Top-down 
development  
Bottom-up 
development  
Inequality  Emancipation 
  Name of text          
N
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r
e
d
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e
r
 t
e
x
t 
India  Decent Work 
Country Programme 
(2013 - 2017) 
30 8 19 45 
Decent Work for 
Domestic Workers 
(ILO) 
4 4 7 10 
Rights and Protection 
of Domestic Workers 
in India 
0 8 8 3 
C189 - Domestic 
Workers Convention, 
2011 (No. 189) 
9 2 2 23 
ILO urges better pay 
and conditions for 53 
million domestic 
workers  
2 0 13 2 
Decent Work for 
Domestic Workers 
(Human Rights 
Watch) 
5 0 16 4 
Young Urban 
Women: Life Choices 
and Livelihoods 
2 0 49 7 
Total times themes appeared 
in text 
52 22 114 94 
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Upon further analysis of particular texts such as the ‘Rights and Protection of Domestic 
Workers in India’, a video produced by the ILO, which includes an individual account of a 
woman who works as an informal domestic worker, the inequality becomes clearer as she 
discusses the way in which her employers exploit her through threatening to fire her in the 
event that she asks for change or refusing to increase her salary further (ILO, 2016). This 
highlights the way in which a lack of a social protection floor results in individuals being 
trapped in exploitative circumstances as leaving the job risks the income she needs to survive. 
Through linking the collective health of workers the ILO has been able to provide a somewhat 
persuasive reasoning for the implementation of a social protection floor which if established 
allows for the fulfilment of ILO Decent Work Agenda indicators in particular that of the 
provision of job stability and social security (ILO, 2020a). In saying this while a social 
protection floor has the potential to reduce women’s unpaid labour as well as reduce precarity 
for both men and women it doesn’t dismantle patriarchal structures (Bhattacharya, 2007). 
 
Table 2: table of labour force participation rates for the total population, women, men 
aged 15+ in India, between the years 2008 – 2018 
  Labour force particiation rates in India 
    Year 
    2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
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Total 
population  
55,6 54,8 54,0 53,1 52,2 51,7 51,3 50,8 50,3 49,9 49,4 
Female 
population  
28.0 26,8 25,7 24,3 22,9 22,5 22,1 21,7 21,4 21,0 20,7 
Male 
population  
81,4 81.0 80,5 80,0 79,5 79,0 78,5 77,9 77,4 76,8 76,2 
Soruces: rounded up to 1 decimal place (data based on modelled ILO estimates); World 
Bank, 2020a; 2020b; 2020c. 
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Source: World Bank, 2020a; 2020b; 2020c (data based on modelled ILO estimates).  
 
Through analysing the theme emancipation, the ILO’s push for a social protection floor is 
reinforced. Emancipation appears 94 times over all texts and so is the second highest ranking 
theme after inequality (see table 1). It takes the highest share of themes in India’s Decent Work 
Country Programme (2013 – 2017) at 44.1% and also had the highest share of themes in the 
C189 Domestic Workers Convention with it making up 63.9% of total themes in that text (see 
table 1). This can be used to suggest that one of the ILO’s key desires is emancipation via the 
implementation of the Decent Work Agenda and such theme carries trough to their convention 
on domestic work. A keyway in which the ILO suggests emancipation of domestic workers 
can be reached is via the implementation of a wide-reaching social protection floor (ILO, 
2013b). Theoretically this could reduce the burden on women; in particular through providing 
childcare services as well as access to essential services such as water and electricity would 
allow women to carry out less unpaid work (ActionAid, 2015). The importance of this stems 
from the fact that due to gender norms women often have to carry out the brunt of caring and 
housework tasks when in the private sphere of their home and so through providing government 
assistance with such tasks as well the burden of them can be somewhat reduced (Tickner, 
2014). Additionally, a social protection floor which includes healthcare, pensions and 
unemployment benefits would provide key protection for all workers, informal or otherwise, 
something that is particularly important when the declining labour force participation rate is 
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taken into consideration as this signifies that there are more people unemployed (see table 2 & 
graph 1). It is clear that while the ILO also seeks to promote business and government needs 
its commitment to workers is connected to the provision of a labour environment most 
conducive to fair and productive work. Through pushing for the emancipation of informal 
workers, and through acknowledging the differences that are experienced by men and women 
with the work environment it has been able to link the need for social security the overall 
development; something that neoliberalism often refutes as it instead encourages the existence 
of a small state (Hayek, 2001).  
 
Between 2008 and 2018 the total labour force participation rate decrease from 55.6% to 49.4% 
of which is a percentage decrease of -11.2% while the decline in the women’s labour force 
participation rate was starker with it declining from an already low 28.0% in 2008 to 20.7% in 
2018, a percentage decrease of -26.1% (see table 2 & graph 1). Both the fact that the female 
participation rate is very low and that it had a more than double percentage decrease in 
comparison to the total labour force participation rate is quite alarming.  This goes against 
neoliberal teachings whereby increasing economic growth is linked to increased labour force 
participation (ILO, 2011; Chaudhary and Verick, 2014). This therefore raises a theoretical 
question of why this is occurring as with economic growth it is expected that the feminisation 
of the workforce will follow (Desai and Joshi, 2019). In the case of India this conundrum could 
be put down to a distinct increase in education level in the country resulting in women staying 
in education longer and coming into the workforce later on in life as well as an increase in 
infrastructure and technology which  results in less employees being needed (Desai and Joshi, 
2019). In light of this it can be argued that domestic workers now exist within a more precarious 
work environment than before. All informal workers are arguably being oppressed on the basis 
of class, with poor women also being oppressed on the basis of their gender (Wilson, 2015). 
Social protection floors which include policies such as that of childcare as encouraged by the 
ILO would work to address power imbalances along the lines of gender and class; reducing 
inequality and increasing emancipation. In saying that without addressing gender stereotypes 
related to men and women’s biological roles the power women have will never be equal to that 
of men and therefore tasks largely carried out by the latter will always be less valued and 
receive lower pay (ActionAid, 2015).  In saying this India already has quite a large social 
protection floor of which was supported by both the UN and ILO and established in 2015 via 
the introduction of Pradhan Mantri Suraksha Bima Yojana, Atal Pension Yojana, and Pradhan 
Mantri Jeevan Jyoti Bima Yojana schemes which provide income security via the provision of 
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a bank account, pension and life insurance (Press Trust of India, 2015). While India’s social 
protection floor could include other schemes, which would be helpful to informal workers, in 
particular, this is not at the fault of the ILO. Rather the failure to have an extensive social 
protection floor which can reduce inequality and increase emancipation should be understood 
as a result of the hegemony of neoliberalism. Although India has experienced higher than 
global average GDP growth between 2008 – 2018 it is still a developing country and therefore 
it may be somewhat utopic to assume that it would be able to implement a social protection 
floor of the same grandeur as more economically developed countries (see table 3). While 
India’s social protection floor could be expanded more it is clear that the ILO involvement in 
the establishment of a more limited social protection floor in 2015 was a step in the right 
direction. 
 
Table 3: table of informal employment rates (% of non-agricultural employment) for 
the total population, women and men in India, between the years 2010 – 2018, rounded 
up to one decimal place 
  Informal employment rates in India 
    Years  
    2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
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Total 
population  
75,3 N/A 74,8 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 80,3 
Female 
population  
71,7 N/A 70,3 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 76,0 
Male 
population  
76,0 N/A 75,7 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 81,2 
 Source; World Bank, 2020d; 2020h; 2020i. 
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Graph 2: scatter graph of informal employment rates (% of non-agricultural 
employment) for the total population, women and men in India, between the years 2010 
– 2018 
 
Source: World Bank, 2020d; 2020h; 2020i 
.  
Through pushing for top-down development to be one of the main drivers in combating the 
marginalisation of vulnerable groups which occurs for informal workers, the ILO has been able 
to move away from the dualist approach between economics and the informal sector which is 
based on neoliberal logic (Loayza, 2018). In further assessing the way in which the theme of 
top-down development, is prioritised over bottom-up development, by the ILO it can be stated 
that it is used to highlight the ways in which good governance, which should be understood as  
the implementation of appropriate and effective, macroeconomic and social policies, can 
contribute to the reduction in the informal economy (Rothboeck and Kring, 2014). The 
particular prioritisation of top-down development can be identified by the fact that it appears 
in the analysed texts about 2.3 times more than bottom-up development, it takes the second 
largest share of themes in India’s Decent Work Country Programme (2013 – 2017) with it 
holding 30.6% of all assessed themes in the aforementioned text. The particular importance of 
it being mentioned so frequently in India’s Decent Work Country Programme (2013 – 2017) 
lies in the fact that the report is written by the ILO for the purpose of outlining its stance towards 
its Decent Work Agenda between 2013 – 2017 while also assessing where its previous work. 
The prevalence of the theme aligns with the fact that within the text in question and also within 
majority of the other texts the ILO calls for legislative change. With particular regard to 
domestic work, the ILO calls for it being recognised as a form of professional employment 
which would in turn allow for the implementation of labour law protection for informal workers 
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who work in the domestic work sector (ILO, 2020b). The importance of this, lies in the fact 
that legislation in India fails to recognise the different environment in which domestic work 
occurs in comparison to other forms of informal work (ActionAid, 2015). This failure has led 
to the increased exploitation of domestic workers of whom are often lower class and caste 
women (ActionAid, 2015). Through domestic work remaining invisible, to the Indian state, 
informality is near to always guaranteed (ILO, 2016).  Through calling for legislative change 
the ILO has therefore placed the onus of the marginalisation of informal workers on the 
government of India and its inability to provide effective legal protection for informal workers 
(ILO, 2010). While this is beneficial from a normative point of view its impact practically is 
questionable as informal employment between 2008 – 2018 has risen (see table 3 & graph 2). 
While the statistical data in regard to informal employment hasn’t been collated regularly there 
is still a slight rise in total informality from 75.3% in 2008 to 80.3% in 2018 (see table 3 & 
graph 2). One could therefore question if the way in which the ILO frames informality matters, 
and rather should they be more concerned with reducing informality via supporting 
emancipatory movements more and pressuring governments for more effective legislative 
reforms. 
 
2 Poor labour laws and sexual exploitation 
The link between national level exploitation and global exploitation can be understood through 
looking at the way in which global feminist and labour networks have mobilised to try and 
effect change regarding this problem. Bottom-up development has been key in pressuring the 
government to effect legislative change as well as to inform women of their rights and in turn 
enable them to utilise their individual agency to call for change within their work environment 
(ILO, 2016). Bottom-up development is the least mentioned theme, with it appearing only 22 
times out of the 282 times that all themes where mentioned across the 7 texts which were coded 
(see table 1). With bottom-up development being the least mentioned theme, it could be 
suggested that this form of reform is seen as less important, particularly in comparison to top-
down development. This may in large be due to the fact that although the ILO can and has 
supported trade unions and other social organisations in their strife for social change such 
movements cannot be cultivated by it and rather are a result of collective action by the 
marginalised group in question due to an increase in collective consciousness about their 
oppression (Chaterjee, 2012). While legislative change is a big part of formalising the informal 
economy it is clear that, though a deeper analysis of all coded texts, bottom-up development 
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has not been disregarded but rather is supported and promoted by the ILO as a way to further 
pressure the Indian government to carry out reforms that are nuanced and so therefore effective.  
 
Trade unions’ involvement in fighting against the sexual exploitation suffered by usually 
women and exacerbated by poor labour laws has been crucial to the progression of the labour 
rights of women who are informal domestic workers.  In particular through providing a way in 
which informal domestic workers were able to re-train in order to expand the scope of their 
domestic work, the trade union Hind Gharelu Kamgar Sabha was able to empower women 
domestic workers (ILO, 2016). Through teaching them how to carry out specialised care work 
for the elderly and children and through teaching them new house keeping skills women were 
able to seek employment opportunities with higher pay and provide better working conditions; 
reskilling therefore empowered them and gave them choice (ILO, 2016). Furthermore, the trade 
union pressure that comes with collective bargaining has been able to pressure the Indian state 
into bringing forth labour law reforms such as the ‘Unorganised Workers Social Security Act’ 
(2008) and the ‘Sexual harassment of Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, Prohibition and 
Redressal)’ (2013) (ILO, 2016). The former act is analysed in more detail in section 1.2 of the 
analysis though the ‘Sexual harassment of Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, Prohibition 
and Redressal)’ (2013) has definitely provided a step forward in the socio-economic 
development of women informal workers as the power dynamics that exist between men and 
women, as caused by the fact that women exist and work within spaces in which their value 
has been ascribed by men, has meant that sexual harassment and exploitation is a large problem, 
particularly for domestic workers. 
 
While the ‘Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, Prohibition and 
Redressal)’ (2013) is a key step forward the cultural views in India limit the effectiveness of 
this legal reform in effectively empowering women. Specifically, many women don’t feel 
comfortable reporting instances of sexual harassment, assault or abuse due to the stigmatisation 
of sexual exploitation within both national and local contexts (ActionAid, 2015). Coding data 
from the text ‘Young Urban Women: Life Choices and Livelihood’, which heavily focuses on 
this topic as while emancipation was the second highest theme recorded for this text makes up 
a mere 12.1% share of the themes recorded (see table 1). Inequality is the highest recorded 
theme in this text with it holding a 84.5% share of the theme, suggesting that a lot more needs 
to be done to address the sexual exploitation that occurs for women who are domestic workers 
within the sphere of the workplace (see table 1).  When such data is viewed in conjunction with 
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the information provided in this text it becomes clear that women are often unlikely to receive 
justice for instances of sexual violence in the workplace in spite of the ‘Sexual Harassment of 
Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal)’ (2013) which in turn makes 
it somewhat redundant (ActionAid, 2015). The failure of this act lies in the fact that not only 
is there a social stigma related to reporting such crimes but is also intrinsically lined the 
precarious nature of the work that informal workers carry out (ActionAid, 2015; Joshi, 2008). 
India’s large informal workforce, of which averages at 76.8% and more specifically the female 
informal employment rate averages at 72.7% between the years of 2010 – 2018 has led to the 
informal market being flooded with labour (see table 3 and graph 2). Without the existence of 
social organisations which fight for collective betterment women are forced into accepting the 
exploitative work environments they may work in, in fear of losing their job (Joshi, 2008). 
Additionally, this gets worse at times of economic stress, such as during the 2011 economic 
downturn in India, whereby India’s GDP growth rate reduced to 5.2% from 8.5% the year 
before, as it is a times of economic stress a process of profit squeezing often happens resulting 
in firms cutting costs through reducing employees, therefore further saturating the informal 
economy (see table 4) (Joshi, 2008). The further establishment of a broad social protection 
floor, as mentioned above, could be suggested to be helpful in increasing the effectiveness of 
the ‘Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal)’ 
(2013) as women would know that they would not be destitute if fired for reporting such a 
crime. In saying this, such legislation requires a cultural shift to reduce the stigma regarding 
sexual exploitation in India for it to be truly effective. 
 
Through assessing the theme of inequality alongside bottom-up development the link between 
capitalism and sexual violence becomes clearer. Domestic workers who are women are at risk 
to sexual misconduct in the form of exposure to sexual images, sexual favours being demanded, 
sexual harassment, sexual abuse and possibly rape (ActionAid, 2015). The study that was 
carried out in relation to this found that this was not isolated to one area but happened across 
the three areas where research was carried out, of which included Chennai, Mumbai and 
Hyderabad (ActionAid, 2015). In Mumbai 67% of women domestic workers experienced 
unwanted physical contact within their workplace, while 27% were face with being at the helm 
from demands by their employer to carry out sexual favours (ActionAid, 2015). In Chennai 
there were similarities with 32% of women feeling pressured into compliance with regards to 
requests to carry out sexual favours in order to gain a pay rise (ActionAid, 2015). The fact that 
these 3 places are not close to one another, with Mumbai being on the opposite side of India 
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than Chennai and Hyderabad can be used to infer that this issue is pervasive in most of Indian 
society. Additionally, it could also be linked to global feminist teachings regarding sexual 
violence against women, something that is a particular problem with lower class and caste 
women in Asia (Yoon, 2018). The ILO’s public support of trade unions such as Hind Gharelu 
Kamgar Sabha whose Bottom-up development has been able to address the inequality faced by 
women with regards to sexual exploitation in the workplace can therefore be stated to have had 
a positive impact on the socio-economic development of women informal workers as prior to 
the establishment of the ‘Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, 
Prohibition and Redressal)’ (2013), they did not have legal precedence to report crimes of a 
sexual nature (ILO, 2016). It is clear through assessing sexual violence against women that 
while the theme of bottom-up development receives less attention it shouldn’t be disregarded 
as it is through such efforts that legislative reforms have occurred and become more effective. 
In saying this while it is not impossible to achieve nuanced and effective legal reform in the 
context of the sexual violence experienced by women who are also domestic workers it is 
harder to reduce gender-based violence within the workplace without addressing the systematic 
inequalities that permeate, in this case Indian society, but also more broadly global power 
structures which have been built on, capitalism and patriarchy. Through failing to address 
gender roles the concept of men being breadwinners and so therefore holding power over 
women will continue to permeate both conjugal relations at home as well as labour relations, 
resulting with women remaining subordinate in comparison to men (Tickner, 2014). 
 
3 Good governance and female marginalisation 
The importance of the ILO implicating the Indian governments poor governance in the 
marginalisation of female informal workers can be identified through comparing the way in 
which governance, in relation to the informal economy, is discussed by the World Bank. The 
World Bank’s argumentation in dealing with informality is grounded in neoliberalism, which 
attributes the role of the state to the construction and safeguarding of an institutional framework 
whose foundations lie in the existence of a free market, appropriate legal system and a small 
state (Hayek, 2001; Harvey, 2005). Their argument in favour of a reduction in legislative 
regulation on the basis that human interaction with the market leads to its distortion because 
people are both unable to predict market function effectively and due to the fact that individuals 
are utility maximising (Hayek, 2001). Such an understanding closely relates to neoliberal 
ideology which centres the market within the scope of development via arguing that it should 
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be allowed to be a self-regulating entity due to the idea that market competition effectively 
coordinates individual efforts and drives innovation as opposed to collectivist economic and 
political models which fail to both provide a comprehensive view of society and function for 
the variety of needs of all due to the fact that they place limits on individualism (Hayek, 2001).  
 
Inequality within India has increased exponentially since the introduction of neoliberal 
reforms, with 77% of all wealth in the country being held by 1% of the population (Oxfam, 
2020). Through placing the ownership of development on individuals, neoliberalism frames 
underdevelopment as a result of a lack of integration into the capitalist market and thus an elite-
subject subordinate conception of development whereby elites, who in this case would be the 
1% wealthy in India, are posed as a positive symbol of successful entrepreneurship in 
comparison to an over-arching state (Selwyn, 2015). This framing legitimises the continued 
oppression of the populous, via political and economic means which in turn culminates in their 
“(re)subjugation to debilitating hierarchal social relations” as the development of the 
impoverished is dependent upon the navigation of elites (Selwyn, 2015, p. 782). Within the 
scope of socio-economic development in India, through continuing to perpetuate neoliberal 
theory power structures based on class, of which effect all genders, are continually reinforced, 
leading to both men and women continuing to be exploited.  
 
While top-down development isn’t the most popular theme identified across all texts it was the 
2nd highest ranked theme with regard to the ILO’s Decent Work Country Programme (2013 – 
2017) for India, with it making up a 30.6% share of themes for said text. It is important to 
acknowledge it, being that the aforementioned text sets the direction for development in India 
during the years in question and so is a key document to analyse. The importance of this, 
specifically for domestic work, lies in the fact that legislation in India fails to recognise the 
different environment in which domestic work occurs in comparison to other forms of informal 
work (ActionAid, 2015). Through doing this the ILO has placed the onus of the marginalisation 
of informal workers on the government of India’s inability to provide legal protection for 
informal workers which in turn means it fails to provide economic protection in the form of a 
social protection floor (ILO, 2010). In doing so the ILO concedes to the idea that institutional 
structures within India, are gendered and are built upon unequal relations with class, race and 
the countries former imperial history (Wilson, 2015).  
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4 The intersection of caste, class, religion and gender in labour 
relations 
 
Emancipation in the coded texts often takes the form of re-training workers so as to diversify 
their skill set and make them more marketable and informing individuals of their labour rights 
so as to insure, they can assert them with their employers (ActionAid, 2015; ILO, 2013b). In 
particular individuals understanding labour laws can aid in the increased consciousness of their 
exploitation (ILO, 2013b; Chaterjee, 2012). Specifically, labour relations in India have been 
historically impacted by factors such as caste, religion, and gender though with the rise of 
capitalism in the country class also became a factor which impacted individuals standing within 
the labour market. While all of the aforementioned factors have an impact on the various 
different community’s labour relations, through focusing on the populous which ascribes to 
Hinduism, a deeper understanding of the changing condition of the largest community in India 
can be assessed (Government of India, 2011). Specifically, 79.8% of the Indian population 
being of Hindu status as of the 2011 Indian status with Islam coming in second with 14.2% and 
the rest of the population being made up of a variety of religions, including but not limited to 
Christianity, Buddhism, Sikhism and Jainism (Government of India, 2011).  Caste has 
historically dictated what jobs all, irrespective of gender carried out, with those of a lower caste 
being exploited on the basis of the social circumstances to which they were born into (Joshi, 
2008). It is clear from this historical perspective that emancipation is therefore intrinsically 
linked to the deconstruction of the caste system. 
 
The rise of neoliberalism in India has led to changes in identities and somewhat relaxation of 
the caste system (Joshi, 2008). Such change is related to the move of people into urban 
environments and the contestation for shelter and credit led to the creation of new relationships 
between different castes which may not have necessarily occurred prior to that (Joshi, 2008). 
In saying this internal, urban migration in India did not completely displace the caste system, 
in some cases it led to community rifts being further accentuated, particularly along religious 
lines and also between the upper castes and lower castes (Joshi, 2008). While there has been 
some level of blurring that has occurred within the caste system post the rise of capitalism, 
domestic work is largely carried out by lower caste individuals, in particular women are often 
disproportionally overrepresented in the domestic work sector furthermore, it is a job that is 
largely carried out within the informal economy  (Joshi, 2008; ILO, 2010). This in turn has 
resulted to an overlapping of the caste system with class as those who are of a lower class often 
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come from a lower caste due to their historical oppression resulting in them lacking wealth  and 
additionally women are then further seen as subordinate to men (Joshi, 2008; Tickner, 2014). 
With the rise of capitalism, and in turn neoliberalism which has further exacerbated the 
problems associated with market centrism, informal workers require emancipation from a 
variety of systems which overlap one another and reinforce the exploitation of a certain section 
of society. 
 
5 Trade unions role in labour relations 
It appeared as though the Indian national government had heeded to the ILO’s Decent Work 
norm post the establishment of The Unorganised Workers Social Security Act’ (2008), which 
classified domestic workers as waged workers. At first glance the aforementioned Act provided 
legal recognition to those who worked in this sector theoretically making them eligible to 
access government welfare schemes. In practice, this legislation failed to establish a regulatory 
framework which defines government responsibilities, whether that be at national, state or local 
level, to unorganised workers and so provides little protection for said workers as the 
jurisdiction of responsibilities in the provision of welfare schemes, among other things, isn’t 
defined (Dutta and Pal, 2012). This can be suggested to be symptomatic of the fact that 
inequality is the highest recorded theme across all coded documents (see table 1). It can be 
argued that while the ILO may have aided in top-down development with respect to increasing 
the socio-economic development of informal workers in India, the legislation that was enacted 
was performative. This in and of itself lends to domestic workers remaining unrecognised as 
productive workers, something which Marxist feminist theory attributes to neoliberalism 
causing an increase in precarity due to the pervasive insecurity that occurs as a result of the 
depoliticisation of economics (Wilson, 2015). It can be suggested that this materialistic 
conceptualisation of development continues to reinforce the centrality of monetary gain over 
human well-being within the scope of development, resulting poor men and women remaining 
as an afterthought in the policy making process. Trade unions are therefore extremely important 
in driving labour rights, due to their collective bargaining power enabling them to assert the 
needs and desires of workers (WIEGO, 2020). 
 
Additionally, the trade unions alongside the ILO are important in fighting the patriarchal idea 
that poor women’s labour has no limit to its elasticity and for this reason said women should 
be able to partake in long hours of paid work while also carry out unpaid labour in the own 
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homes; something that ‘The Unorganised Workers Social Security Act’ (2008) reinforces 
(Wilson, 2015). While the ILO has not criticised ‘The Unorganised Workers’ Social Security 
Act’ (2008) its utilisation of the theme, top-down development, it calls for  good governance, 
in texts such as ‘Promoting Towards Formalization: Good Practices in Four Sectors’ can be 
used suggest that it didn’t support the legislation in question. Good governance, as understood 
as the implementation of appropriate and effective, macroeconomic and social policies, has the 
potential to positively impact the lives of people, in particular women working in the informal 
economy (Rothboeck and Kring, 2014). With particular regard to India, the ILO calls for 
legislative changes which recognise domestic work as a form of professional employment 
which would in turn allow for the implementation of labour law protection for informal workers 
who work in the domestic work sector (ILO, 2020b).  It can therefore be argued that the ILO’s 
inability pressure the national government to bring forth effective legislation is, in part, related 
to the fact that it is an international organisation which lacks the legal ability to enforce 
governments to ratify treaties and/ or ensure legislation is effective due to a true system of 
global governance not existing. While this limits the impact of the ILO in promoting the socio-
economic development of women in India via a rights based perspective as the organisation is 
dependent on individual states to enact change, this doesn’t mean due to rational choice all 
states continue to refuse to partake in the ILO institution or ratify and implement international 
law set by the organisation. This can be understood from the fact that ILO has 187 member 
states, of which India is one of them (ILO, 2019).  
 
6 ILO norm setting and legislative change in India  
India’s agreement to implement the ILO Decent Work Agenda can be highlighted via the fact 
that they have been willing to engage with the ILO with respect to it, as can be understood 
from the implementation of a Decent Work Country Programme in India (ILO, 2013). The 
limitations of the ILO  in ensuring labour policies implemented by the Indian state are effective 
is, in part, connected to the fact that the current neoliberal global political economy incentivises 
a race to the bottom, as member states seek to compete with one another, as the increased free 
movement of capital and trade that exists, pressures governments to lower their labour 
standards in order to outcompete other states (Menashe, 2019). Additionally, the lack of the 
effective global regulation of labour further compounds this problem, as there is a lack of 
governance to ensure states don’t fall into the trap of continually deregulating their markets in 
order to increase market flexibility; neoliberalism in fact calls for such market domination 
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(Menashe, 2019). In context of India, and its ‘Unorganised Workers Social Security Act’ 
(2008), it could be inferred that the government chose to prioritise the short term capital gains 
attributed to a lack of effective labour laws; something which has the potential to protect 
informal workers against the exploitation which is rife in sectors that are often outsourced 
(Bryk and Müller-Hoff, 2018). It can therefore be stated that the effectiveness of the ILO’s 
impact on socio-economic development of women as well as all other genders is dependent 
upon the institutions ability to foster global cooperation. This has partially occurred in India 
via the institution setting a norm for decent work and putting this into practice through the 
provision of technical advice and normatively via the calling for increased compliance with 
their Decent Work Agenda. 
 
Table 4: table of annual GDP growth between 2008 – 2018 for India and the global 
average 
 
GDP Gowth (annual %) 
    Year 
    2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
G
D
P
 
g
ro
w
th
 r
a
te
 
Global 
average 
1,9 -1,7 4,3 3,1 2,5 2,7 2,8 2,9 2,6 3,3 3,1 
India 3,1 7,9 8,5 5,2 5,5 6,4 7,4 8,0 8,3 7,0 6,1 
Sources: World Bank, 2020j; World Bank, 2020k  
 
When the impact of ‘The Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act’ (2008), is isolated to 
male informal workers, similarities of class and caste-based exploitation can definitely be 
found within the Indian context though gender-based discrimination is not experienced by men. 
‘The Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act’ (2008) failed to provide comprehensive 
legislative coverage for informal workers, enabling their legal status to be equal to that of their 
counterparts who work within the formal economy (Dutta and Pal, 2012). In particular through 
analysing the coded texts within the remit of the theme inequality it becomes apparent that the 
development that has occurred for informal workers socio-economic development, regardless 
of gender has been limited. This is not to say that there has been no improvement, as statistics 
related to vulnerable employment show an 8% reduction between 2008 – 2018 (see table 4) 
though when this is viewed with relation to India’s GDP growth rate within this timeframe this 
is somewhat alarming. India has moved from a GDP growth rate of 3.1% in 2008 to 6.12 in 
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2018, while there was a sharp dip in this during 2011 whereby the states GDP rate decreased 
to 5.2% in general India has seen growth within these years that is above that of the world 
average (see table 4) World averages for GDP growth rate in 2008 was 1.9% and it sharply 
dipped to -1.7% in 2009, in line with the fall out of the 2008 global recession, and then 
increased again to 4.3% in 2010 post which it has remained above 2.5% with the 2018 rate 
being recorded at 3.1% (see table 4). Through analysing India’s GDP growth rate in 
comparison to world averages it is clear that it has performed better than most places in the 
world, in particular during the 2008 recession whereby it remained 1.2% above global averages 
and continued to increase during the recession with its only decreased being in 2011 of which 
correlates to the national economic downturn the occurred in the country (see table 4). This in 
and of itself poses a theoretical conundrum as inequality is the most popular theme that 
appeared within the coded documents with it being recorded 114 times and so making up a 
40.4% share of all themes (see table 1).  
 
Neoliberal theory argues that with economic growth results in a reduction in the informal 
economy via its formalisation, while this has occurred the lack of inclusion of informal workers 
in labour legislation which has arguably slowed the progress of socio-economic development 
for informal workers in the country. This conclusion can be supported by a report by the 
Women in Informal Employment and Globalising Organisation, a global trade union network 
which operates in more than 40 countries, which highlights the fact that labour laws in India 
often lack regulation (Bamu, 2018). While states such as Karnataka and Kerala have 
implemented minimum wages most others have not (Bamu, 2018). Additionally, the 
establishment of minimum wages in the two aforementioned states did not include regulation 
regarding the monitoring and enforcement of their compliance which makes such regulation 
somewhat redundant as there is a lack of incentive for them to be adhered to (Bamu, 2018). 
Such lack of effective regulation also holds true for aspects of Indian labour law which focuses 
on the accommodation of informal workers; while informal workers have called for the 
provision of accommodation that is decent, Indian law fails to include specifications with 
regards to this (Bamu, 2018). This in turn leaves informal workers open to a higher level of 
exploitation by employers if their work cannot be carried out while they remain living at home 
as their accommodation is left in the hands of their employers. These inequalities negatively 
affect domestic workers of both genders through failing to level out the power dynamics that 
exist between lower class and caste domestic workers and their high class and caste employers. 
It can therefore be stated that while progress for domestic workers has been made the lack of 
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uniformity with regard to state to state differences in labour laws which seek to protect informal 
workers and a lack of necessary stipulations regarding compliance and monitoring of labour 
laws in the states that have them, India till has a long way to go to effectively adhere to the ILO 
Decent Work Agenda.  
 
Subordinate conceptions of women’s work, while it plays out differently in India in comparison 
to in other countries due to the variance within its political, economic and historical context, 
are global (Wilson, 2015).  Rather the lack of value placed on women’s work, in particular 
domestic work, of which is tied to classical economics and in run neoliberal, conceptions of 
women’s biological role within the family unit should be understood as purposely created in 
order to maximise the utilities of those in power, men, through expanding capital profits 
globally (Wilson, 2015). In the same vein neoliberal feminist attempts of drawing women into 
paid work without recognising their work within the home lends to placing an increased and 
unequal burden upon them as they are left with carrying out both paid work as well as the brunt 
on unpaid work (Wilson, 2015). Furthermore, and more importantly, such conceptions of 
women’s labour rests upon equating increases in gender equality with their participation in the 
labour market (Wilson, 2015). A key issue with this is that the lack of socio-economic 
development for women informal workers in India is largely related to patriarchy, which while 
it effects women’s ability to partake in paid employment plays a more pervasive role in 
women’s continued exploitation via associating domestic work with women’s unpaid labour 
and therefore not valuing it. Through analysing the theme of inequality alongside top-down 
development it becomes clear that the ILO has been able to identity this and in turn call for 
top-down change which not only enables the economic empowerment of lower class men and 
women but also calls for the promotion of gender equality within society as a whole (ILO, 
2013b). It can therefore be stated that the feminism utilised by the ILO is somewhat of a hybrid 
between that of liberal feminism and socialist feminism, taking from economic empowerment 
from the former while also arguing for political reform as a way to dismantle culturally 
oppressive view with regard to gender.  
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Table 5: table of vulnerable employment rates for the total population, women and men 
in India, between the years 2008 – 2018 
  Vulnerable employment rates in India 
    Year 
    2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
V
u
ln
e
r
a
b
le
 e
m
p
lo
y
m
e
n
t 
r
a
te
 (
%
) 
(m
o
d
e
le
d
 I
L
O
 
e
st
im
a
te
) 
Total 
population  
82,5 82,3 82,1 80,7 79,2 78,4 77,684 76,9 76,1 75,3 74,5 
Female 
population  
87,8 87,4 87,0 85,0 82,8 81,8 80,798 79,7 78,6 77,5 76,3 
Male 
population  
80,8 80,7 80,7 79,4 78,2 77,5 76,866 76,2 75,5 74,9 74,1 
Sources: data rounded up to 1 decimal place (ILO estimates); World Bank, 2020e; World 
Bank, 2020f; World Bank, 2020g. 
 
 
Graph 3: line graph of vulnerable employment rates for the total population, women 
and men in India, between the years 2008 – 2018 
 
Sources: World Bank, 2020e; World Bank, 2020f; World Bank, 2020g (data based on 
modelled ILO estimates).  
 
The lack of equity which exists within neoliberalism means that the concept of meritocracy is 
set up to fail and in turn informal women workers are triply oppressed due to caste, class and 
gender. While both the World Bank and the ILO are UN institutions it is clear that there are 
differences between their ideological leanings with respect to gender and development. The 
ILO’s creation of its Decent Work Agenda should therefore be understood as a way in which 
to assert human rights with respect to labour while not diverging away from the UN system 
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and the UNs established ideological dependence on neoliberalism (MacNaughton and Frey, 
2018). It can therefore be argued that the ILO is constrained by the fact that the global political 
economy and therefore other established UN bodies, namely the IMF and World Bank are 
currently fashioned around neoliberalism (MacNaughton and Frey, 2018). The normative 
impact of the ILO Decent Work Agenda, while on top-down development for women, informal 
workers, while it is benefical as, unlike the World Bank doesn’t place the blame of 
marginalisation upon the victims of this process, its impact is limited through its association 
with the UN system. It can therefore be argued that neoliberalism innately fails to acknowledge 
the variety of ways in which it is based upon values of oppression and exploitation with its 
domination of capital above all else resulting in various groups, including but not limited to 
caste, gender, race, religion and sexuality being framed as less than in order to justify the 
holding of wealth and power within a small minority in society (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2016). 
The ILO’s focus on top-down development as opposed to bottom-up development in Marxist 
feminist terms is therefore redundant in the exercise of moving towards true emancipation as 
the exploitation that lower class, women in India experience is intrinsically linked to the 
material consumption that capitalism is built upon and the false consciousness that has been 
established to propagate capitalisms existence (Chatterjee, 2012). Moves from international 
organisations, such as the ILO regardless of its tripartite structure, therefore fail to bring about 
consciousness but rather allow the current economic system to remain in place while providing 
piecemeal solutions to specific problems. It is for this reason that women remain subjugated to 
more forms of exploitation than their male counterparts.  
 
Conclusion 
The impact of the ILO with regard to the socio-economic development of women working in 
the informal economy in India is nuanced. The fact that there have been legislative reforms as 
well forms of bottom-up development, driven by trade unions and supported by the ILO must 
be acknowledged. The establishment of policies such as ‘The Unorganised Workers Social 
Security Act’ (2008) and the ‘Sexual harassment of Women at Workplace Act (Prevention, 
Prohibition and Redressal)’ (2013) can be used to argue in favour of the ILO Decent Work 
Agenda positively driving the normative socio-economic development of women working in 
the informal economy. Furthermore, the establishment of a social protection floor, in India, as 
of 2015 with the support of the UN and ILO further reinforces this point. In saying this 
development hasn’t been linear, calls from trade unions have highlighted the fact that most 
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policy reforms as previously listed have had a limited impact due to a failure to be accessible 
to those working in the informal economy as well as due to problems with monitoring and the 
compliance of policies. The reasoning behind needing reform within the informal economy can 
be linked to the exploitative foundation upon which capitalism is built upon which exacerbation 
of class divides due to the financialisaton that occurs within neoliberalism results in the 
dynamism of the market above all else. This leads to the marginalisation of the lower class due 
to the fact that they don’t hold a means to wealth and therefore their only power is the sale of 
their labour in order to generate surplus value. Poor women are often further exploited on the 
basis of gender resulting in them suffering from the precarity that occurs due to the market, 
sexual violence by their employers, an increasing burden of women due to them being required 
to carry out both paid and unpaid work among other things. Women who are informal workers 
are therefore marginalised on the basis of at least two factors.  
 
The ILO’s ability to drive change is mainly via means of convincing states, trade unions and 
businesses alike furthermore its ability to hold members accountable for failing to flight broken 
ratification is largely based on garnering public pressure via the promotion of bottom-up calls 
for change as well as through the provision of technical advice. Women informal workers on 
the other hand are further oppressed in comparison to their male counterparts on the basis of 
the fact that through gender norms being ascribed by men the value of paid work which is, in 
particular, an extension of the tasks women do as unpaid labour is seen as unskilled and less 
valuable. In acknowledging the intersection that exists between gender and class and how the 
Indian states response to calls for emancipation and an end to inequality a nuanced 
understanding of the way in which class and gender exploitation make women more susceptible 
to exploitation within the workplace via sexual violence, wage inequality, access to welfare 
than men. Furthermore, while change has occurred between 2008 – 2018, India still has far to 
go in order for women informal workers to experience complete emancipation. The question 
of whether the ILO can drive such emancipation is questionable due to the fact that it is a UN 
institution which has no means of ensuing international law is adhered to and so is limited in 
its scope in what it can do. Furthermore, if capitalism is understood as inherently oppressive 
then without getting rid of it all reforms will only be partially effective. The ILO’s impact on 
the socio-economic development of women in the informal economy is therefore limited by 
neoliberalism’s exploitative characteristics. 
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